The successful isolation of C diphtheriae depends in the first instance on the proper collection of swabs and their subsequent transport to the laboratory. As diphtheria is most commonly an upper respiratory tract infection, throat and nasopharyngeal swabs need to be taken. The only other form which occurs with some frequency is skin diphtheria, often indistinguishable clinically from any other pyoderma, especially in parts of the world where diphtheria is endemic. Less common forms are diphtheria of the lip, the conjunctiva, and the vulva. As there seems to be an association between respiratory tract diphtheria and infection of other sites it is wise to take both throat and nasopharyngeal swabs at the same time.
After collection swabs should be sent to the laboratory immediately as the rapid inoculation of special culture media is most important; at the same time the clinician should inform the laboratory of any presumptive diagnosis of diphtheria. If specimens cannot be sent to the laboratory immediately then the swabs must be placed in a transport medium such as that described by Amies.' C diphtheriae shows little reduction in viability during transport in this medium within 24 hours but subsequently there is a gradual reduction in its survival.
PROCESSING OF SPECIMENS
Specimens must be inoculated on culture media without delay; the diagnosis of diphtheria based on the microscopical examination of a direct smear is ill advised as both false positive and false negative results are likely to occur. Culture on blood agar and a selective tellurite medium is essential, but there is little need for the continued use of Loeffler's serum medium for primary isolation purposes. If after culture from a suspected case there is little or no growth on both blood agar and tellurite blood agar plates then further swabs should be requested with a reminder that the taking of swabs should be done with care.
CULTURE IN THE LABORATORY
The ideal medium should be easy to prepare, of constant composition, and should permit rapid growth of all types of C diphtheriae while suppressing the growth of other bacteria. Time honoured tellurite media, which have proved their usefulness and are easily prepared, are the whole blood medium attributed to Downie2 and the laked blood medium of Hoyle. 
